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The corruption scandal known popularly as the "Chinazo" has made little progress in the Honduran
courts, in part because of the immunity from prosecution enjoyed by some of the suspects in the
case. At the same time, new facts have come to light about the Chinazo that are highly embarrassing
to President Carlos Roberto Reina. The attorney general has been pressing corruption charges
since November 1994 against former president Rafael Callejas (1990-1994) and members of his
administration. In addition, since February 1997, a congressional committee has been considering
removing his immunity as a member of the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN). Neither
effort has produced concrete results (see NotiSur, 12/16/94 and 02/03/95; NotiCen, 02/09/97 and
04/02/97).
The immunity has protected Callejas and others from prosecution in connection with the sale of
Honduran citizenship to Asian nationals the Chinazo. As the case dragged on, President Reina
and his brother Mario also became implicated. In June, Reina admitted to having had contact with
the alleged Chinazo conspirators, though he denied any wrongdoing (see NotiCen, 07/03/97).
President's brother met with suspected Chinazo ringleader In yet another twist in the case, a second
brother, Jorge Arturo Reina, admitted in early October to having met Rene Contreras, the alleged
Chinazo mastermind, two years earlier in Miami. In a radio interview, Jorge Arturo Reina, who is
vice president of the National Congress, explained that, during an official trip to Miami, opposition
Partido Nacional president Oswaldo Ramos Soto invited him to meet Contreras and his wife, Julie
Kou Lai Ng, even though the couple was under suspicion in the case.
During the meeting, Contreras complained to Reina that he and his wife were being persecuted by
the Honduran government because of the Chinazo. Reina explained in the interview that he merely
defended the fairness and objectivity of Honduran justice and that the conversation then turned to
other matters not pertaining to the Chinazo. Reina denied that the meeting in any way represented
a conflict of interest. As for his US$1,249 hotel bill, which Contreras paid, Reina said in an apparent
reference to Contreras's Asian-born wife, "Well, that's the way Asians are..and frankly, the amount
was laughable."
In Reina's defense, Contreras's former wife, Maria Martha Diaz, said the Miami meeting had been
arranged by Callejas through Ramos Soto to compromise President Reina's administration and
to scuttle the Chinazo investigation. Diaz recently returned to Honduras from Miami and gave
secret testimony on July 8 in criminal court against Callejas. She also handed over documents that
she claims implicate Callejas, Contreras, and his present wife in the Chinazo. Diaz, who claims
that Callejas manipulated the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to arrange to have her jailed in
Miami and prevent her from testifying, is now attacking President Reina for stalling the Chinazo
case and exposing her to retribution from Callejas supporters. "Where is Carlos Roberto Reina,
who promised me that there would be justice...and that my sacrifice of 11 months in jail would be
rewarded?" asked Diaz.
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Immunity key issue
The key issue of immunity is now deeply politicized. Members of Reina's Partido Liberal have been
linked to the Chinazo and the slow progress of the case gives the impression that the administration
is content to make political capital out of the accusations against Callejas but is unwilling to
press the case to its conclusion. Congress has made only halfhearted efforts to remove Callejas's
PARLACEN immunity, and since he is running in the November election for a congressional seat,
he could soon acquire Honduran immunity.
The immunity issue also has been drawn into the presidential election campaign as Partido Nacional
candidate Nora de Melgar accused the Partido Liberal deputies of planning selectively to suspend
immunity from opposition deputies. "The people know better," she said. "They know that this is
political persecution." Attorney general says his investigation is being hobbled In August, Attorney
General Edmundo Orellana accused the Reina administration of trying to limit his investigations
into corruption by curbing necessary increases in his department's budget.
According to Orellana, the 2.9% increase scheduled for 1998 means the government places little
priority on fighting corruption or the immunity of accused criminals in high office. Chief prosecutor
Dagoberto Mejia Pineda said that the corruption cases pending, including the Chinazo, were being
held up because the legislators do not have the will to strip the accused of their immunity. "The
process of removing immunity from a congressional deputy takes 15 days," said Pineda. "If it is
going to take months, that means Congress does not have the will to do it."
In September, the immunity debate took a turn toward the absurd as Jorge Zelaya Munguia, a
Partido Nacional deputy, ridiculed what he said was a regular practice of selling elective office for
the immunity it carries by offering to sell his nomination for re-election for US$75,000. He said he
did not need immunity because he had not killed anyone and was not behind in his taxes. "There
are people who need immunity, people who are outside and want to get in, people who will offer
any amount of money," said Zelaya. "So, for a million lempiras, I'll step down, buy another seat, and
rent it out. I think we have reached the point where immunity has become impunity."

Court orders bond for suspects in embezzlement case
In a related matter, the prosecution of a case involving embezzlement of US$22 million belonging
to the Petroleum Stabilization Fund during the Callejas administration moved a step forward in
October. A justice official announced that in the next few weeks the Supreme Court will review
briefs that may lead to removal of Callejas's PARLACEN immunity, clearing the way for a trial in
the case, known as the "petrolazo." Prosecutors have accused Callejas, his former treasury ministers
Rene Ardon Matute and Benjamin Villanueva, and three other former treasurers of embezzling the
funds.
In May, the former president's wife, Norma Regina Gaborit de Callejas, and several others who
allegedly benefitted from the embezzlement were ordered by a civil court to post bond in an amount
equivalent to the sums they supposedly received from the petroleum fund or face seizure of their
personal property. Whether or not Callejas looses his immunity in the petrolazo case, justice officials
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55025
ISSN: 1089-1560

say they plan to order the arrest of the suspects who do not have immunity. [Sources: Reuter,
08/06/97, 09/18/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 05/14/97, 07/07/97, 07/09/97, 08/27/97, 09/17/97, 09/19/97,
10/01/97; Honduras This Week, 10/06/97; La Tribuna (Honduras), 10/10/97]
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